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The Relation between Stress
and College Adjustment:
The Moderating Role of
Spirituality

Ashley K. Gilliam
Carolyn McNamara Barry
Natasha A. Bacchus
Loyola College

Spirituality has been shown to moderate the negative effects of stress on physical and
psychological adjustment; however, research utilizing a developmental approach in
understanding the role of spirituality in the relation between stress and college
adjustment has been scant. In the current study, spirituality was hypothesized to
moderate the relation between stress and college adjustment (i.e., academic, social,
personal-emotional, goal committed/institutional attachment). Also, stress was
expected to differ by year in college and gender. Students (N = 131, Mage = 19.81,
SD = 1.35) from a mid-Atlantic medium-sized parochial comprehensive university
completed several questionnaires; results were analyzed with hierarchical regressions.
Gender, stress, and spirituality were related significantly to academic and personalemotional adjustment, whereas gender and spirituality were related positively and stress
related negatively to both adjustment outcomes. A significant interaction between gender
and stress on personal-emotional adjustment also was found. Implications for college
students and their adjustment were discussed.

The timing of the transition to college for traditionalage American students (ages 18-25) occurs within the
proposed new developmental stage known in the
lifespan as emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000).
According to Amett's theory of emerging adulthood,
these individuals are in the midst of identity exploration
regarding their attitudes about love, work, and
worldviews. During this stage, manyAmericans, who
are approximately 18 years old, have begun to leave
home for the first time, and according to the
NCHEMS Information Center for State Higher
Education Policymaking and Analysis, more than half
of these young people have entered college. The
college transition can be a challenge for these
individuals due to being in a different environment,

moving away from their established social networks,
and trying to form new friendships (Balk, 1995;
Hurrelmann & Losel, 1990; Kenny & Rice, 1995), all
while simultaneously engaging in heightened selfexploration. Although some emerging adults may have a
positive transition to college, others may have a more
difficult transition, especially when experiencing
additional stressors (e.g., Jackson & Finney, 2002;
Rawson, Bloomer, & Kendall, 2001). Although there
are various ways to alleviate stress during life's
transitional periods, it has been shown that an
individual's relationship with the Divine provides
"spiritual support" in times of stress (Maton, 1989). As
a result, this study investigated the role of spirituality in
the relation between stress and college adjustment.
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Definitions
Santiago-Rivera, Gard, & Bernstein, 1999;
Stressful events are life-changing episodes
Scaloubaca, Slade, & Creed, 1988).
defined in numerous ways including positive versus
There also has been some discrepancy found
negative events (Holmes & Rahe, 1967), major
between students of differing class year and gender.
versus minor events, and events that occur on a daily Specifically, while freshmen may encounter less
basis (Fabricatore, Handal, & Fenzel, 2000;
stress than their sophomore counterparts (Allen &
Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981).
Heibert, 1991; Rawson et al., 2001), both freshmen
According to Baker and Siryk (1986), information
and sophomores report higher levels of stress
on students' adjustment to college should include four
compared to junior and senior classmates (Misra,
types of adjustment in order to have a comprehensive
McKean, West, & Russo, 2000). Concerning
view on their adaptation to college: academic
gender differences in stress levels, college women
adjustment (i.e., students' ability to cope with the
have exhibited greater levels of overall stress
learning demands of their college institution), social
(Abouserie, 1994), women's stress levels are higher
adjustment (i.e., students' need to develop new peer than are men's at the start of a semester. Thereafter
relationships and in some cases, move away from
women's stress levels plateau, whereas men's stress
already-established social support networks;
levels progress slowly throughout the academic
Jackson & Finney, 2002), personal-emotional
semester, but exceed women's by the end of the
adjustment (i.e., students' psychological and physical semester (Arthur, 1998). However, some
health where "general psychological distress and
researchers have found no significant differences in
somatic complaints" should be assessed; Baker &
the association between gender and perceived stress
Siryk, 1986, p. 32), and goal commitment/
(Lee, Keough, & Sexton, 2002; Rawson et al.,
institutional attachment (i.e., students' feelings
2001); therefore, the role of gender in levels of
regarding their attachment to college, such as their
stress is quite complex. As a result, the current study
attendance at a particular college and the bond
examined possible gender differences in stress levels
between individuals and their institution; Baker &
for emerging adults in an academic setting.
Siryk, 1986). Given the multidimensional nature of
the college adjustment process, the likelihood of
Spirituality, Stress, and College Adjustment
stress is high. Research on the relation between
Spirituality has been defined in numerous ways,
stress and college adjustment will also be reviewed. such as experiencing a connection with a higher
power (Zinnbauer et al., 1997), a search for
Stress and College Adjustment
existential meaning and purpose (Doyle, 1992), and
There is an overwhelming consensus in the
a belief system that may not be attached to an
literature supporting the notion that higher levels of
organized religious framework (Vaughan, 1991).
student stress correlate with lower levels of college
Spirituality has been shown to moderate the effects
adjustment (e.g., Pritchard & Wilson, 2003;
of stress on subjective well-being (Fabricatore et al.,
Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000; Van Heyningen,
2000; Young, Cashwell, & Shcherbakova, 2000),
1997). Ross, Niebling, and Heckert's (1999) study
physical health (Kim & Seidlitz, 2002), and
introduces four sources of stress (intrapersonal,
psychopathology, such as depression and anxiety
interpersonal, academic and environmental) that are (Maton, 1989; McCullough & Larson, 1999).
similar to Baker and Siryk's (1986) four domains of According to Maton (1989), spiritual support was
college adjustment (academic, social, personal/
related significantly and positively to personalemotional and goal commitment/institution
emotional adjustment for low-stress participants.
attachment). The former study found that there has
Similarly, college students with high levels of
been an increase in the amount of stressors affecting perceived spiritual support and a clear sense of
college students, which indirectly correlates with the meaning reported greater levels of well-being and
types of adjustment issues that students have. These lower levels of personal distress compared to peers
findings were consistent with existing literature (e.g., with lower levels of spiritual support and an unclear
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sense of meaning, respectively. However, there is
still a lack of research assessing spirituality in college
students and its relation to stressors and all areas of
college adjustment despite the fact that "spiritual
support" has been related positively to well-being,
personal-emotional adjustment, and personal
distress. As a result, it was hypothesized that
spirituality would correlate positively with college
adjustment and negatively with stress.
Research has shown that spirituality may
moderate the effects of stress on psychological
adjustment. Fabricatore and colleagues (2000)
found in a sample of 120 emerging-adult students
that personal spirituality moderated the effects of
stress on life satisfaction, a form of psychological
adjustment, such that personal spirituality helped
students to maintain their thoughts of well-being even
when under stress. Furthermore, the interaction
between stressors and personal spirituality
significantly explained an additional 3% of variance
in life satisfaction. In addition, Young et al. (2000)
found that spirituality moderates the relation between
negative life experiences and levels of depression
and anxiety by serving as a buffer.
Another recent study by Kim and Seidlitz (2002)
found spirituality to moderate the relation between
negative affect and physical symptoms (i.e.,
personal-emotional adjustment) in emerging-adult
students. In this study, this buffering effect of
spirituality persisted, even when controlling for other
coping strategies, such as problem-focused coping,
venting, avoiding, denial, and humor. Thus, to date
scholars have examined the role of spirituality in the
relation between stress and adjustment, yet, a
developmental approach has not been used in
examining this emerging-adult population for all
college adjustment domains. As a result, this task
was undertaken in the current study. Thus, we
hypothesized that spirituality would moderate the
relation between stress and college adjustment.
The Current Study
To date, research (e.g., Fabricatore et al., 2000;
Kim & Seidlitz, 2002; McCullough & Larson, 1999)
has explored the relation among spirituality, stress,
psychological symptoms, and physical illnesses.
Spirituality has been shown to act as a moderator by

buffering the negative effects of stress on these
adjustment outcomes. Given the rise in the number
of overwhelmed emerging-adult students, the
growing attrition rates at colleges due in part to these
stressors (Baker & Siryk, 1986), and the lack of
research on the effects of stress on all college
adjustment domains, .this study will examine the
moderating role of spirituality on the relation
between stress and multiple forms of college
adjustment (i.e., domains of academic, social,
personal-emotional, and goal commitment/
institutional attachment) in emerging-adult students.
In other words, it was expected that spirituality and
college adjustment would be related positively and
would report greater levels of each type of college
adjustment even in the presence of stress compared
to those with lower levels of spirituality. An
exploratory hypothesis expected that stress would
differ as a function of year in college in college
and gender. No specific predictions were posited
given the mixed findings in the literature (e.g.,
Arthur, 1998; Lee et al., 2002; Rawson et al.,
2001).

Methods
Participants
Participants were 131 undergraduate men
(25.19%) and women (74.81%) from a mediumsized parochial comprehensive university in the midAtlantic. The sample was predominantly EuropeanAmerican emerging adults (85.50%), with 6.87%
African-American, 2.29% Latino American, 1.53%
Asian American, 2.29% American Indian, .76%
other, and .76% unmarked. Most participants
reported their parents as having either a high school
degree (19.3 8% for fathers, 20% for mothers), a
bachelor's degree (37.98% for fathers, 41.54% for
mothers) or a graduate degree (33.33% for fathers,
26.15 % for mothers) with the remaining reporting
some high school (.78% for fathers, 0% for mothers),
associate's degree (2.33% for fathers, 3.08% for
mothers), or some graduate school (4.65% for
fathers, 8.46% for mothers). Concerning religious
affiliation, the sample was predominantly Roman
Catholic (74.05%), but fairly equal across grades
(24.43% freshmen, 23.66% sophomores, 26.72%
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juniors, and 25.19% seniors). All data were collected
with the approval of the institutional human subjects
review board and within APA's ethical guidelines.
Materials
Demographic questionnaire. Participants
were asked to specify their age, ethnicity, religious
affiliation, each parent's (or guardian's) educational
level, and college year.
Daily hassles and stressful life events. In
order to assess for significant stressful life events
and daily hassles, this study utilized the
Undergraduate Stress Questionnaire (USQ;
Crandall, Preisler, & Aussprung, 1992). The
experience of stressors is defined operationally as
the number of items for which participants
reported "yes" on the measure. The USQ is an
83-item self-report checklist containing
descriptions of stressors that pertain specifically to
college students (e.g., "crammed for a test"); the
authors report internal consistency of KR-21 = .80
and the split-half reliability of .83 (assessed by the
Spearman Brown prophecy formula). The USQ
scores were found to predict physical symptoms
(r = .44,p < .001) and scores on the Daily Stress
Inventory (Brantley, Waggoner, Jones, &
Rappaport, 1987; r = .35,p < .001), the Social
Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS; Holmes &
Rahe, 1967; r = .23,p < .05), and the student
version of the SSRS (S-SRRS; Marx, Garrity, &
Bowers, 1975; r = .24,p < .05).
The current study altered the Undergraduate
Stress Questionnaire (USQ, M= 111.35,
SD = 10.06) in a minor way. The USQ lists its
items in descending order by the severity of
scores, where "death (family member or friend)" is
the first item, and the last item on the checklist is
"favorite sporting team lost." This study presented
the checklist items in a random order to prevent
the participants from developing the mental set that
events have to be of a traumatic effect in order to
be worthy of reporting. Furthermore, the wording
of two items on the USQ was changed. The item
that read, "ran out of ribbon while typing" was
changed to "problems with printer" to reflect
current computer hardware. The other item that
read "missed your period and waiting to see if

pregnant" was changed to "you or your partner
missed period and waiting to see if pregnant" to make
it applicable to both genders. In the current study,
Cronbach's alpha was found to be .82.
College adjustment. The SACQ (Baker &
Siryk, 1989) is a 67-item self-report questionnaire
designed to measure college students' adjustment
in four domains: academic adjustment, social
adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, and
goal commitment/institutional attachment.
Academic adjustment (24 items) measures the
students' educational and academic demands of
college (e.g., "I am finding academic work at
college difficult"). Social adjustment (20 items)
assesses the adjustment of interpersonal and
societal conditions of college (e.g., "I have been
feeling lonely a lot at college lately"). Personalemotional adjustment (15 items) examines general
psychological distress and somatic complaints
(e.g., "I have been feeling tense or nervous lately").
Goal commitment/institutional attachment (15
items) measures the connectedness that students
feel toward the institution (e.g., "I wish I were at
another college or university"). The goal
commitment/institutional attachment subscale
contains 8 items in common with the social
adjustment scale, and 1 item in common with the
academic adjustment scale due to these items
being correlated meaningfully with attrition in two
previous samples (Baker & Siryk, 1989).
The instrument uses a 7-point Likert scale, with
(1) Applies Very Closely to Me through (9)
Doesn't Apply to Me at All. After reverse coding
particular items, items were summed; high scores
are indicative of solid adjustment to the college
experience. The means for each subscale were as
follows: academic (M= 114.87, SD = 16.68),
social (M= 103.84, SD = 16.36), personalemotional (M= 66.64, SD = 14.47), and goal
commitment/ institutional attachment (M= 43.06,
SD = 6.08). According to Baker and Siryk (1989),
Cronbach's alpha coefficients are .90 for academic
adjustment, .91 for social adjustment, .86 for
personal-emotional adjustment, and .91 for goal
commitment/institutional attachment). In the current
study, Cronbach's alpha coefficients were found to be
.84 for academic adjustment, .87 for social
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adjustment, .83 for personal-emotional adjustment,
and .77 for goal commitment/institutional attachment
According to Baker and Siryk (1984, 1989),
academic adjustment was correlated significantly and
positively with freshman-year GPA and election to an
academic honorary society. Social adjustment scale
was correlated significantly and positively with social
activities (number of) and the amount of
extracurricular activities. Personal-emotional
adjustment scale was associated significantly and
negatively with seeking psychological
counseling. Furthermore, goal commitment/
institutional attachment scores were correlated
significantly and positively with overall satisfaction
with college.
Spirituality. The current study utilized the
Spiritual Involvement and Beliefs Scale-Revised
(SIBS-R; Hatch, Burg, Naberhaus, & Hellmich,
1998) in order to assess spirituality as the search
for meaning and purpose, experiencing a
connection with a higher power, and a belief
system that is not attached to an organized
religious framework. The SIBS-R is a 22-item
self-report questionnaire that utilizes a 7-point
Likert scale, with (1) Strongly Disagree through
(7) Strongly Agree, (e.g., "I can find meaning in
times of hardship"). The SIBS-R was designed to
be a more comprehensive and applicable
instrument in the measurement of spirituality than
what was currently available. The authors
developed a list of underlying principles of
spirituality and sought input from individuals with a
Christian, Jewish, Islamic, Hindu, Humanist, and
Atheist backgrounds. A total score for the SIBS-R
is obtained by summing the numbers
corresponding to the endorsed statements with a
maximum score of 154 (in the current study,
M= -.004, SD = 22.98). According to Hatch et
al. (1998), internal consistency was found to be
.92 (in the current study, alpha = .92), and the
SIBS-R was correlated positively with the
Spiritual Well-Being Scale (SWBS; Ellison &
Paloutzian, 1982; r = .80).

beginning of the subsequent fall semester in
order to gain a larger, more diverse n and
maximize the power of the study. Participants
were recruited through the undergraduate
research pool of introductory psychology
students as well as through faculty for students
enrolled in other psychology undergraduate
courses. Students were compensated through
course credit or extra credit participation.
Upon entry into the scheduled classroom, the
primary investigator distributed an informed
consent sheet that detailed their participation in
the study, including rationale, risks and benefits.
After reviewing and signing this document, this
investigator subsequently distributed a
questionnaire packet to each participant. The
participants were instructed to complete each
measure in its entirety, return the questionnaires
to the packet, and return the packet to the
investigator. Upon completion of the study,
participants were debriefed through a document
sent via email. This document contained
information concerning the purpose of the study
as well as the investigator's contact number and
e-mail was provided in order to address any
additional questions or possible concerns. The
document also provided the phone number and
location of the university's counseling center in
the event participants desire aid with any
psychological issues represented by the
questionnaires.

Results
For preliminary analyses, we examined
intercorrelations among stress, the four domains of
college adjustment, spirituality and demographic
variables, gender and grade. Thereafter, main effects
of gender, stress, and spirituality as well as possible
interactions were examined for each domain of
college adjustment. All predictor variables were
mean-centered in order to reduce possible
collinearity. According to Baron and Kenny (1986),
moderation has been found when the step of
interaction terms and an individual interaction term of
a hierarchical regression is significant

Procedure
Data were collected over the course of two
semesters, late in the spring semester and the
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In order to address the hypothesis of moderation
and the additional exploratory hypothesis of
comparison, four hierarchical regressions were
conducted. Since theory was driving the predicted
relations, forced entry was used on all steps except
for the last step consisting of the interaction terms,
which used forward entry given the exploratory
nature of the relations among the variables. For each
of the four hierarchical regressions, a corresponding
college adjustment domain (academic, social,
personal-emotional and goal commitment/
institutional attachment) was regressed on: (a)
gender, Step 1, (b) stress, Step 2, (c) spirituality,
Step 3, and (d) interaction terms (as noted in the
previous paragraph), Step 4. Listwise deletion was
used for all hierarchical regression analyses.
For the first hypothesis, moderation of spirituality
on the relation of stress and the four domains of
college adjustment (i.e., academic, social, personalemotional and goal commitment/institutional
attachment) was investigated by hierarchical
regression analyses by the inclusion of interaction
terms (e.g., Stress x Spirituality). Although the
correlation found two demographic variables, grade
and gender, nonsignificant, we tested for possible
sleeper effects by including them as individual
predictors and possible interaction terms (i.e.,
Gender x Spirituality, Gender x Stress, Grade x
Spirituality and Grade x Stress, Gender x Stress x
Spirituality, Grade x Stress x Spirituality); however,
all six terms were nonsignificant, so results are
reported based on the most parsimonious models.
Moreover, grade was nonsignificant in all cases and
so was removed when results concluded that the
interaction was nonsignificant.

the interaction terms were significant and were,
therefore, omitted from the results reported here.
Social Adjustment. As shown in Table 1, social
adjustment was correlated positively and significantly
with personal-emotional adjustment. Main effects
were tested and found to be nonsignificant for Steps
1-3 of Table 3. Spirituality then was examined as a
moderator of the relation between stress and social
adjustment, but was nonsignificant.
Personal-Emotional Adjustment. As shown in
Table 1, personal-emotional adjustment is correlated
positively and significantly with goal commitment/
institutional attachment. Then, main effects were
tested by hierarchical regression analyses and found
to be significant for Steps 2 and 3 of Table 4, such
that stress negatively predicted and spirituality
positively predicted personal-emotional adjustment,
F (2, 96) = 11.67, p < .0001, F (3, 95) = 9.70,
p < .0001, respectively. Although spirituality did not
moderate the relation between stress and personalemotional college adjustment, one of the interaction
terms was significant: Gender x Stress, see Table 4,
Step 4, F (4, 94) = 9.23,p < .0001. To evaluate
this significant interaction, the continuous stress
variable was transformed into a categorical variable
based upon a median split such that stress scores of
110.99 and lower were deemed low levels of stress
and stress scores of 111.00 and higher were
deemed high levels of stress, see Table 5. The
interaction is depicted in Figure 1.
Goal Commitment/Institutional Attachment.
As depicted in Table 1, high levels of goal
commitment/institutional attachment correlate
positively and significantly with academic, social and
personal-emotional adjustment. As shown in Table
6, main effects were tested and found to be
nonsignificant in each of the three steps;
F (1, 97) = .004,p = .95, F (2, 96) = 1.00,
p = .37, F (3, 95) = 1.83,p = .15. Thereafter,
spirituality was examined as a moderator of the
relation between stress and goal commitment/
institutional attachment, but was nonsignificant.

College Adjustment
Academic Adjustment. As a preliminary
analysis, as shown in Table 1, stress was correlated
significantly and negatively with college academic
adjustment. As shown in Steps 1-3 of Table 2,
significant main effects were shown found, such that
gender and spirituality positively predicted and stress
Class Year and Gender
negatively predicted academic adjustment;
F (1, 94) = 4.08,p < .05, F (3, 92) = 4.81,
A 2 (Gender) x 4 (Grade) ANOVA was used to
p < .01, and F (2, 93) = 4.92,p < .01, respectively, test the exploratory hypothesis that stress would
which supports part of the first hypothesis. None of differ as a function of grade and gender. Results
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indicate that stress levels were nonsignificant with
reference to gender, F(3) = 1.35, ns; however, main
effects were found to be significant between the
class years, F(3) = 1.35 ,p < .05; see Table 7.
Using a Fisher's LSD post-hoc analysis, freshmen
and sophomores reported have higher levels of
stress than did their junior and senior peers.

Stress. The findings concerning the negative
relation of stress and these forms of college
adjustment are consistent with the literature. Stress
has been related inversely to the psychological and
physical health in emerging adults who attend college as
well as lower grades in college. Thus, minimizing
stressors for college students is associated with greater
adjustment in the academic and psychological realms.
The significant Gender x Stress effect on personalDiscussion
emotional adjustment is also consistent with existing
The primary purpose of the current study was to literature, given that Frazier and Schauben (1994)
found that stressful events in the case of an allinvestigate whether the relation between stress and
college adjustment (i.e., academic, social, personal- female college student sample were associated with
emotional, goal commitment/institutional attachment) negative psychological symptomatology, feelings of
inadequate power, and control over one's life. In
was moderated by spirituality among college
fact, Tomlinson-Clark (1998) found that the women
students. Although spirituality did not moderate this
had
trouble adjusting to the demands of college due
relation for any adjustment domain, gender, stress,
to the high levels of perceived stress. In contrast
and spirituality were related significantly to both
when
exposed to similar levels of stress, male
academic and personal-emotional adjustment.
adolescents are more likely to cope by engaging in
Specifically, being a woman, having low levels of
externalizing problems (e.g., risk behaviors) than
stress and having high levels of spirituality were
such internalizing ones (Calvete & CardeHoso,
associated with academic and personal-emotional
2005).
This finding has clinical implications for
adjustment. A significant interaction between gender
college student development and residence life staffs
and stress on personal-emotional adjustment also
in understanding which aspects of adjustment are
was found. In addition, stress differed as a function
of grade, but not gender. The results are discussed in most likely to take a toll when female college
students' stress levels are high.
terms of each domain of college adjustment, and
Spirituality. The current study found that spirituality
then followed by comments about stress. Lastly, the
was
correlated positively with personal-emotional
limitations of the current study and suggestions for
adjustment as well as academic adjustment. These
future research are delineated.
findings are consistent with the original hypothesis as
well as existing literature (Fabricatore et al., 2000;
Personal-Emotional and Academic Adjustment
Maton,
1989; Schafer, 1997). The current study
The current study's results indicated that low
adds to the literature, in that, it had not previously
levels of stress and high levels of spirituality were
examined the relation between spirituality and
associated with higher levels of personal-emotional
academic adjustment. Thus, spirituality appears to
adjustment as well as academic adjustment.
be
an important contributor to one's
Although low levels of stress were associated with
psychological and academic adjustment to the
high levels of personal-emotional adjustment, the
college experience. Given the negative effect of
significant Gender x Stress interaction presents a
more complex picture: women's personal-emotional stress on these two domains, offices that create
programs and offer services for students to
adjustment is higher than men's when women
strengthen their spirituality would, in turn, likely
perceive low levels of stress, but that women's
enhance students' college adjustment in these
adjustment is lower than men's when these women
domains.
perceive high levels of stress. Lastly, gender also
Gender. Finally, we found that women tend to be
was related to academic adjustment, in that women
more
academically adjusted than are men, which is
were more likely to report high levels of academic
partially consistent with the original hypothesis and
adjustment than were men.
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supports the Arthur (1998) study. Nevertheless, the
current study is not consistent with a study by
Pritchard and Wilson (2003), which found that
stress has been related to students' GPA, where
students who report higher levels of stress report
lower GPAs, regardless of gender. Given the smaller
sample of men in the current study, future research
needs to examine gender differences in academic
adjustment more closely given the range of possible
effect sizes for such differences.
Social Adjustment and Goal Commitment/
Institutional Attachment
In contrast to the hypotheses, the current study
provides no support for the relation between stress
and social adjustment as well as with goal
commitment/institutional attachment, with spirituality
as a moderating variable. With regard to these
relations the current study's fmdings conclude that
there is no relation between any of these three
variables. The existing research relevant to these two
domains is more peripheral in nature; hence, it is not
overwhelmingly surprising that nonsignificant results
were reported among stress and spirituality to these
college adjustment domains.
Stress. Concerning social adjustment, Dill and
Henley (1998) found that traditional-age college
students reported peer and social events to have more
of an impact on them and tended to have more negative
interactions with peers relative to the nontraditional-age
college students. In a similar study, emerging adults who
had negative interactions with their peers reported more
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and anger/hostility
(Jackson & Finney, 2002). In other words, negative
symptomatology has been related to poor social
adjustment; however, stress per se has not been
examined in regards to this type of adjustment.
Although friends have been shown to offset negative
emotions in the lives ofpeople throughout the lifespan
(Hartup & Stevens, 1997), perhaps this measure of
social adjustment was too broad in scope to document
a relation with stress level; in the future, scholars should
examine numerous indicators of social adjustment from
the frequency and quality ofpeer interactions with
friends, romantic partners, and other peers to broader
levels of peer support and approval.
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The literature concerning the relation of stress
and goal commitment/institutional attachment was
also more indirect. For instance, Pancer,
Hunsberger, Pratt, and Alisat (2000) stated that
30% to 40% of first-year college students leave
without completing their degrees due to difficulties in
adjusting to college. Another study done by Bray,
Braxton, and Sullivan (1999) stated that the better
college students are integrated with their academic
institution, the greater it is that the students will commit
to the goal of college graduation. As a result, it is not
entirely surprising that the relation between stress and
goal commitment/institutional attachment was
nonsignificant Given existing literature on the role of
goal pursuit and engagement in explaining students'
college adjustment (Bray et al., 1999; Pancer et al.,
2000), mediating variables such as motivational
constructs to engage in the university community and
the level of participation in the college life should be
studied in the future to determine if stress is related
indirectly to this form of college adjustment
Spirituality. In the current study, the relation of
spirituality to social adjustment as well as goal
commitment/institutional attachment was explored;
however, no significant relations were found. Existing
literature has yet to examine these proposed relations.
Therefore, although the current study failed to find
relations, these data are in need of further exploration to
ascertain these relations. In this study, the Spiritual
Involvement and Beliefs Scale-Revised was used to
determine the level of spirituality found in college
students, but the items focused completely on
intrapersonal instances of spiritual involvement It is
possible that the more interpersonal instances of
spiritual involvement and communication are more
salient in explaining social adjustment and institutional
attachment/goal commitment than in the other
adjustment domains that are more focused on the
individual. For instance, if the measure asked more
questions related to how students apply their spiritual
lives or even if students apply their spiritual lives to
people and situations outside of themselves, the results
may have been more applicable to these types of
adjustment Scholars should explore alternate
operationalizations of spirituality to these forms of
college adjustment for future research.

religiously diverse sample population with equal
Stress as a Function of Grade and Gender
The current study documents that stress differs as groups of men and women. Another limitation is that
data were collected over the course of two
a function of grade in school (with freshmen and
semesters, limiting access to some demographic
sophomores having higher levels of stress than
variables, including GPA, as incoming freshman
upper-class peers), rather than gender. The findings
during the fall semester have no history with the
are partially consistent with existing literature on
school. It would be advantageous if data were
grade differences, but inconsistent for gender. For
collected within the same time frame (i.e., within one
instance, Tomlinson-Clarke (1998) found that
semester or over the course of one complete school
college freshmen had greater difficulties adjusting to
the academic demands of college when compared to year, but not extending from one school year into
another), for purposes of standardization and so that
their upper-class peers in an all-female sample of
confounds such as incoming students having less
residential and commuter college students, which is
familial knowledge can be more evenly gauged.
somewhat consistent with the current study's
findings. However, Lesko and Summerfield (1989)
Conclusion
found that upper-class college women reported a
In general, the results of the present study
higher stress level compared to their freshmen female
provide further support that stress is related
peers, where the authors surmised that the first year of
negatively to college adjustment (i.e., personalcollege might not be as stressful as other years.
Although the present study supports Tomlinson-Clark's emotional and academic adjustment). The interaction
findings on female students' difficulties with adjusting to between stress and gender provided interesting
results: women tend to have higher levels of
academic demands, Lesko and Summerfield's study
personal-emotional adjustment than do men with the
reiterates the point that there are still mixed findings in
perception of low levels of stress, but show less
terms of gender and stress; therefore, additional
adjustment than do men when under the perception
research is needed.
of higher levels of stress. As a result, these findings
provide useful information for college programming
Limitations and Future Research
(particularly within student and residence life)
Although the current study possesses numerous
designed to minimize perceived stress and increase
strengths, there are several limitations that need to
be addressed. Although the sample demographic is
spirituality to try to promote more optimal college
representative of the institution's demographics, the
adjustment.
current study's sample was too homogenous and not
representative of colleges nationwide, particularly in
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Table 1
Intercorrelations among Variables
Variable
1. Gender
2. Grade

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

.13 .06 -.05 .12 -.02 -.07 .00
.18

.06

.02

.18

.08

.16

-.06 -.32** .01 .43** .15

3. Stress
4. Spirituality

.18

.14

.20*

.09

.30** .49** .47**

5. Academic Adjustment

.37** .68**

6. Social Adjustment
7. Personal-Emotional
Adjustment

.41**

8. Goal Commitment
Institutional Attachment
Note. * p < .05, two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed.
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Table 2
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Academic Adjustment (N=125)

B

SE B

fi

7.94

3.93

.20*

Gender

7.85

3.84

.20*

Stress

-.38

.16

-.23*

Gender

7.52

3.78

.19*

Stress

-.40

.16

-.24*

Spirituality

.15

.07

.20*

Variable
Step 1
Gender
Step 2

Step 3

Note. * p < .05.
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Table 3
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Social Adjustment (N=114)
B

SE B

fi

-1.97

4.05

-.05

Gender

-1.99

4.08

-.05

Stress

-.03

.18

-.02

Gender

-2.66

4.07

-.07

Stress

-.04

.18

-.02

Spirituality

.11

.08

.16

Variable
Step 1
Gender
Step 2

Step 3

Note. * p < .05.
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Table 4
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Personal-Emotional
Adjustment (N=131)
B

SE B

Is

1.26

3.44

.04

Gender

1.08

3.10

.03

Stress

-.63

.13

-.44*

Gender

.68

3.05

.02

Stress

-.64

.13

-.45*

Spirituality

.12

.06

.20*

Gender

.48

2.97

.01

Stress

-.02

.28

-.01

Spirituality

.14

.06

.22*

Gender X Stressa

-.78

.31

-.49*

Variable
Step 1
Gender
Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Note. * p < .05.

Table 5
Results of Gender x Stress Interaction Analysis (N=108)
Gender
Men

Women

M

69.91

74.02

SD

6.76

11.96

n

11.00

42.00

M

63.87

59.60

SD

14.66

15.13

n

15.00

40.00

Stress
Low

High
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Table 6
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Goal Commitment/Institutional
Attachment (N=131)
B

SE B

.09

1.39

.01

Gender

.06

1.38

.01

Stress

-.08

.06

-.14

Gender

-.09

1.37

-.01

Stress

-.09

.06

-.15

Spirituality

.05

.03

.19

Variable
Step 1
Gender
Step 2

Step 3

*p<.05

Table 7
Descriptive Statistics for Stress as a Function of Gender and Grade (N=108)
Gender
Total

Women

Men
Grade

M SD n M SD n M SD

Freshman

.87

8.79

9

2.96

12.78

16

2.21

11.35

25

Sophomore 3.82 6.85 6 1.94 7.16 17 2.43 6.97 23
Junior

4.22

12.08

7

-1.12

10.29

26

.01

10.72

33

Senior -10.60 3.69 4 -3.00 9.61 23 -4.13 9.35 27
100

Figure 1
Gender x Stress on Personal-Emotional Adjustment
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